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INTRODUCTION
ecades of research acknowledge the disparities that exist between the information that an instructor teaches and the actual knowledge that students gain (Lubinescu, 2001; Pringle, 2007; Weldy, 2008) . Many regional and specialized accreditation agencies, such as SACS and AACSB, have adopted new AoL standards to address this apparent teaching-learning gap. Currently, only twenty-five percent of business schools are accredited by AACSB (AllBusinessSchools, 2012) . As schools seek to acquire or maintain their accreditation status, they are tasked with ascertaining efficient ways of implementing a student learning-based system. This research provides a blueprint for universities to follow that will significantly enhance their ability to meet SACS and AACSB standards.
LITERATURE REVIEW: SACS AND AACSB
Van Vught (Van Vught, 1994) defines accreditation as "the most fully developed institutionalization of the idea of accountability in higher education." In 1988, the US Department of Education required all federally approved accreditation agencies to include assessments in their post-secondary accreditation standards (Apostolou, 1999) . Publically funded institutions were faced with increased scrutiny and pressure in the 1990's to improve their accountability practices and student retention rates (BHEF, 2004; Lubinescu, 2001 ). In response, accreditation agencies began to revise their standards to focus on outcome-based, AoL requirements.
AACSB is an accreditation agency which evaluates business schools. During their evaluation process, peers interpret the quality of a program within the context of self-defined goals and activities. In 2002, AACSB drafted new standards requiring institutions to provide evidence of student learning (i.e., AoL) and increase faculty involvement in the accreditation/assessment process. Programs were given a three-year window to implement the new AACSB standards (Martell, 2007; AACSB International, 2003) . AACSB released an interpretation of AoL standards in 2007 (AACSB, 2007) which provided an assessment framework for defining program goals and designing assessment measures that substantiate student learning. One distinguishing feature of AACSB is the emphasis on including stakeholders in the overall AoL system design process.
INITIAL AoL IMPLEMENTATION VS. MEDIAN IN CLASS FIRMS
Many universities are enmeshed in a cycle where AoL goals are added post hoc to their current curriculum. The authors contend that institutions implementing learning outcome assessments in this manner are still in the infancy stage of the AoL system development. With this approach, the current curriculum and university structure is driving the AoL process. Departments often operate in a silo, where information sharing, joint planning, and collaboration between academic units is not emphasized. The results of the infancy stage AoL model provide a myopic view of learning outcome goals that are largely designed to meet accreditation agency standards and are not necessarily aimed at improving student learning. AoL should create an environment where continuous improvement drives the learning process and provides a foundation for academic units to support. An efficient AoL system should lead institutions to review (and often revise) their mission statement, curriculum, and course objectives, based upon stakeholder input (Gardiner, 2010; Martell, 2007; Weldy, 2008) .
Challenges with the Research Institution's Initial AoL-Based System
The research institution (RI) is accredited by SACS and the School of Business and Economics (SBE) at the RI is accredited by AACSB. SBE was first accredited by AACSB in 2006 and was scheduled for reaffirmation in 2012. The RI was scheduled for SACS reaccreditation in 2011. Both reaccreditation processes require the implementation of AoL-based systems, whereas prior accreditation success was achieved through an input-based (i.e., examining competencies being taught in the classroom) assessment process. Transitioning from teaching to learning-based assessments was not a seamless process. The authors encountered challenges which included the lack of adequate funding to support faculty training and assessment activities (Martell, 2007) , faculty resistance to learning and adopting a new process (Pringle, 2007) , and convincing faculty and administration that learning shortfalls should (and would) be viewed as curricular design issues as opposed to teaching deficiencies (Kelley, 2010) .
During the initial transitioning phases, the current academic structure was adapted to fit the new AoL requirements. Since the university and various program specific accreditation agencies were all transitioning to AoL-based systems, the university wanted to merge objectives and unify departmental efforts. The initial administrative structure was created to incorporate AoL throughout the RI. A Vice Chancellor for Assessment was appointed to oversee all university assessment operations. Each college/school appointed an assessment coordinator to synchronize all college/school assessment activities. Coordinators met with a committee of faculty members to determine the learning outcomes that each department would assess and the classes where assessments would be administered. This assessment structure was adopted and implemented for approximately two academic years.
Committees met and reviewed the assessment procedures continuously during the implementation phase. The following recurrent concerns were noted:
1.
Lack of Consistency (And Cohesion) Between Colleges/Schools -Each department developed their own assessment goals and processes. Very little communication occurred between departments, which led to frequent duplication of resources (i.e., budget, rubric development, etc.).
2.
No Formal Accountability for "Closing the Loop" -No official process existed for providing seamless administrative oversight of all assessment activities. As a result, there was a lack of consequences for failing to follow up and use assessment results to improve future student learning activities.
3.
Lack of Global Solutions to Common Problems -Learning goals, assessment measures, and improvement plans were developed and implemented by individual faculty members. Chairs, deans, and upper level administrators were not included in the review process. Thus, global solutions to common problems occurring across departments were not appropriately recognized and addressed.
4.
Individual Assessment Initiatives were not Fully Supported -When a faculty member suggested an improvement plan which required significant changes, resources, or funding, it was difficult to get support from administrators because they were not involved in the planning process.
Since the RI sought to attain AACSB and SACS reaffirmation, a more efficient AoL process needed to be developed, which addressed the aforementioned issues.
Median in Class Firms
Supply chain management (SCM) literature about best in class organizations has revealed remarkable commonalities between the challenges of universities in the infancy stage of AoL system implementation and median in class (MIC) organizations. MIC organizations have not reached the highest current performance level in an industry (i.e., not best in class). To better understand these similarities, the Google scholar search engine was used to find documents about benchmarking, best and median in class supply chain practices. Excluding citations and patents, 4,050 such documents were found. In order to attain the most recent benchmarking studies, the authors restricted their review to manuscripts published between 2010 and 2012. There were 994 documents that met these criteria, 31 of which were inaccessible. The remaining 963 documents were read and common practices of MIC and BIC organizations were extracted. Table 1 lists common issues with MIC firms. This table also highlights the similarities between firms that are MIC and institutions that are in the infancy stage of AoL implementation. For instance, both firms and institutions that meet this criterion are typically not demand or stakeholder driven (first issue listed in Table 1 ); instead they are using history, perception and individual expertise to shape most operational and strategic decisions while underutilizing stakeholder input/feedback. Companies have acknowledged that many of the practices listed in Table 1 have led to redundant processes, operational inefficiencies, higher costs, and overall sub-optimal results (Stewart, 1995; Mittelstaedt, 1992; Fawcett et al., 2008) . In an attempt to mitigate these unfavorable outcomes, companies have employed techniques, such as best practice benchmarking. Best practice benchmarking is a commonly used strategy that continuously compares (and seeks to improve) processes, products and services to competitors and renowned industry leaders (Patton, 2001; Mittelstaedt, 1992 An inadequate amount of time and funds dedicated to redesign curriculums and internal processes to achieve learning outcome goals
No formal accountability for "closing the loop"
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USING BIC BENCHMARKING TO IMPROVE AoL SYSEM PROCESSES
According to the Supply Chain Council, "Leading organizations are viewing and improving their competitiveness by taking a supply-chain perspective rather than an organizational perspective" (Stephens, 1998) . Since 1996, the Supply Chain Council has published numerous studies comparing BIC and MIC companies. These studies reveal that BIC companies consistently outperform MIC companies with regard to various cost, time, adaptability, and service metrics. The council concluded that "organizations that are focusing on supply chain performance from an integrated perspective experience improvements in virtually every phase of their supply chain" (Stephens, 1998) . The studies published by the Supply Chain Council affirms the importance of institutions taking an integrative supply chain perspective and understanding BIC practices to improve organizational performance.
The similarities between MIC firms and institutions in the infancy stage of AoL implementation serve as the impetus for this framework. Since BIC practices have been used to improve the performance of MIC companies, academic institutions should consider using best practice benchmarking research to design efficient AoL systems. An analysis of substandard, common and best practices can reveal characteristics that lead to companies gaining a competitive advantage and sizeable market share. Many MIC companies modify their business model to reflect some of the best practices of industry leaders and improve many of their inefficiencies. The top practices common to BIC organizations (as found in the 963 documents examined) are listed in Figure 1 . As shown in Figure 1 , sixty-seven percent of the articles cited collaboration and cooperation throughout the firm and with other supply chain partners as an important characteristic of BIC companies. Subsequently, being customer demand-driven and desiring continuous improvement had the second and third highest percentages, respectively.
BIC companies understand that optimal supply chain performance must involve input from suppliers, manufacturers, wholesalers, distributors, customers and other channel members. The adaptation of BIC industry practices to an academic environment requires colleges/universities to understand their role and responsibilities in a supply chain. The authors are viewing academic institutions as supply chain members who are developing skilled laborers for stakeholders (i.e., residents, graduate institutions and potential employers). It is easier to apply the concept of being demand-driven to a university if stakeholders are viewed as customers and universities as channel members. Ultimately, in a supply chain, each organization is challenged with meeting the needs of its customers in the most efficient way possible. In academia, the onus is on universities to understand how to meet stakeholder needs and expectations.
BIC strategies used by industry leaders to improve operational and supply chain inefficiencies at the RI have been incorporated. In the next section, a learning outcome-based framework using supply chain practices from BIC organizations was developed. This model is then applied to strategic and assessment planning for the Department of Management at the research institution, a constituent member of a 17 institution statewide university system (SUS). The authors posit that the optimal AoL-based academic environment would be stakeholder (demand)-driven, with mutually shared information and collaborative efforts toward reaching joint learning goals.
THE ASSESSMENT MODEL AT THE RESEARCH INSTITUTION Phase One: Gathering Stakeholder Information
As the initial AoL process was implemented, the SUS commissioned a statewide initiative to proactively anticipate and identify the needs of residents within the state. The project began with a year-long research study which included in depth dialogues with community residents, faculty, businesses, nonprofit organizations, and government leaders. The results of this research study were summarized in a report which outlined the following seven major findings, or areas, where the 17 constituent schools could be more responsive to the needs and challenges of the state (UNCTC, 2007): 1) Enhancing global competitiveness, 2) Increasing access to higher education, 3) Improving public education, 4) Spurring economic transformation in the community, 5) Improving health and wellness, 6) Addressing environmental challenges, and 7) Engaging in university outreach programs. The 17 constituent institutions were then charged with developing institutional mission statements, programs, and curriculums which address the needs of the residents. Deficiencies in the existing AoL process and the SUS charge presented an opportunity for the research institution to enhance student-learning outcomes by incorporating stakeholder information.
Phase Two: Defining University Objectives Using Stakeholder Input
The research institution revised their mission statement and developed a strategic plan in response to SUS findings. The university's strategic plan included the following six priorities: 1) Improving retention and graduation rates, 2) Stimulating economic transformation, 3) Developing intellectual and cultural centers, 4) Creating leaders and global citizens, 5) Fostering collaborations and partnerships, and 6) Promoting fiscal resourcefulness and sustainability. After developing the university's strategic plan, administrators asked all academic units to review and update their mission statements, strategic plans, and learning goals to ensure consistency with university objectives. Colleges/schools were provided a list of guidelines (and recommendations) for implementing their directives.
University guidelines and recommendations included the following:
Colleges/schools were required to create an Operational Plan and Assessment Record (OPAR). The OPAR serves as the unit's guide for strategic planning and AoL processes. 2.
All academic units were mandated to include a goal focused on improving retention and graduation rates in their strategic plans. AoL planning and learning goals were to be incorporated into the unit's retention strategies; increased levels of student learning should lead to higher retention rates. Units were encouraged to include learning goals related to enhancing writing skills, critical thinking and global exposure. 3.
All academic units were required to maintain their OPAR and all assessment-related activities in Taskstream, a web-based software used to manage assessment processes.
4.
Unit OPARs were updated biannually to include all strategic planning and assessment activities.
5.
Colleges/schools required all departments to develop an OPAR which was consistent with the college/school plan and the University guidelines and recommendations outlined above.
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The research institution adopted Taskstream software to manage strategic planning and assessment activities. Taskstream simplifies administrative monitoring of university operations and easily generates reports detailing learning goal assessments. These reports help administrators determine whether academic units fail to update assessment records and identify gaps in cohesive learning objectives from the university, college/school and departmental levels. Moreover, patterns of similar failing assessment outcomes across departments can be highlighted and prompt administrators to consider more global improvement planning options, such as providing core subject tutoring labs, prerequisite changes, or curriculum modifications. The strategic planning and assessment model, shown in Figure 2 , lays the foundation for meeting critical SACS and AACSB accreditation standards. AoL competencies (largely determined by stakeholders) drive the development of mission statements, learning outcomes and strategic goals (Garceau, 2011) . The School of Business and Economics convened an advisory board (consisting of graduates, business leaders, and potential employers) to solicit business stakeholder feedback. A school-wide assessment coordinator was also appointed to manage all assessment activities. Strategic goals and learning outcomes were developed based on the five university guidelines (listed in the previous section), the SUS findings and advisory board feedback. An SBE-wide assessment plan was established to outline general competencies that graduates should acquire through their business programs. Departments were provided guidelines for OPAR. SBE goals and learning outcomes are displayed in Figure 3 . This table shows that university priorities 1-2 and 4-6 were incorporated in the SBE strategic goals. Additionally, stakeholder information was used to develop the SBE learning outcomes. The fourth phase is the most challenging and taxing to effectively implement. This phase requires the department mission statements, goals, and learning outcomes be aligned with college/school objectives. The department should incorporate content-specific goals based on feedback from content area stakeholders. The most significant challenge is to get faculty to buy into the idea that developing learning goals and assessment strategies goes well beyond vague and perfunctory expressions of what concepts students should be learning in various classes. The objective is to encourage faculty members to work together within the department and school to develop stakeholder-driven learning outcomes. Tangentially, the process that is generally neglected (and sometimes ignored) Six priorities in the university strategic plan SBE Learning Outcomes Student graduates should be able to:
Goal 1: To improve retention and Graduation Rates (includes assessing learning outcomes and develop plans to address deficiencies).
Goal 2:
To actively promote economic transformation across the region.
Goal 3:
To promote international and intercultural education.
Goal 4:
To expand collaborations and partnerships.
Give effective oral presentations 
necessitates faculty to examine course content and the general curriculum to ensure that core learning goals are reinforced throughout the semester and in other major courses; professors may need to collaborate and consider redesigning the course. By no means are the authors attempting to limit or stifle academic freedom. However, it is essential that both inputs (curriculum design) and outputs (assessment results) are examined in an attempt to improve student learning. Although this may be a cumbersome process, focusing on both inputs and outputs as a means of assessing operational performance levels is consistent with the BIC practices referenced in Figure 1 .
Management department faculty reviewed all SUS findings, advisory committee feedback, and SBE strategic goals and learning outcomes. Following numerous discussions about how student learning would be assessed, faculty collectively adopted strategic and learning objectives. In some instances, the learning goals prompted faculty to redesign portions of their curriculum so that the objectives were consistently reinforced. Figure  3 shows that SBE strategic goals 1 (Improve Retention and Graduation Rates) and 3 (Promote International and Intercultural Education) were directly integrated into the Management departmental goals. SBE strategic goal 4 (Expand Collaborations and Partnerships) was exhibited through the department's goal to increase dual enrollment agreements with community colleges. Figure 3 also highlights how Management department learning outcomes were directly linked to SBE learning objectives. Additional SBE learning outcomes that were not adopted in the Management department were included in other SBE department learning outcome plans.
Department strategic and learning outcomes were collectively mapped to SBE objectives to ensure consistency and collective competency coverage. Essentially, strategic goals were aligned from the SUS level down to the departmental units. Coordinated learning goals were adopted throughout each college/school. All university guidelines were followed regarding revising unit mission statements, updating (and aligning) strategic plans, organizing assessment initiatives, and maintaining Taskstream (OPAR, learning goals, assessment instruments, assessment data, and improvement plans). SBE administrators met to modify annual faculty evaluation rubrics to incorporate higher service ratings for faculty who actively participated in critical assessment activities. Critical assessment activities include creating assessment rubrics, administering instruments and analyzing data, and/or developing coordinated improvement plans. Salary increases for SBE faculty are heavily influenced by annual evaluation ratings.
Phase Five: Continuous Improvements
SBE requires departments to set target goals regarding student achievement for each learning outcome. Departments are mandated to review assessment results each year and develop plans to augment learning strategies when achievement goals are not attained. All deficient learning outcome areas must be reassessed the following year to determine the effectiveness of the improvement plans; after a year, if the plans do not improve student learning results, alternative solutions ought to be explored. Learning goals are continuously reassessed each year until the goals are consistently realized. All improvement plans, target goals, and assessment results are managed and maintained in Taskstream. Additionally, departments are required to include a strategy under their retention rates goal which addresses improving deficient learning outcome areas. The assessment data are continuously reviewed by the Dean and upper level administrators.
AoL MODEL DISCUSSION
In the previous section, the steps required to implement the model at the research institution were outlined. Throughout this process, the model specifically addressed the aforementioned issues that are common to universities transitioning to an AoL system. Table 2 summarizes the university's attempts to mitigate these common problems. For instance, the first issue listed in the table reveals how many universities in this transitional phase fail to use collaboration and information sharing to shape strategic plans and assessment activities. To alleviate this problem, the research institution modified mission statements, learning goals and outcomes based upon the feedback from an exhaustive SUS study. Essentially, the university used stakeholder input to drive their strategic goals and decisions. Units design their mission, strategic decisions, and learning goals without collaboration and information sharing both internally and externally with stakeholders An exhaustive study of stakeholders throughout the state provided major areas where the university could be more responsive to residents.
All unit mission statements, strategic goals and learning outcomes were redesigned based upon stakeholder findings.
The university purchased and adopted Taskstream to maintain all assessment initiatives. Rubrics, learning goals and improvement plans were shared during regularly scheduled meetings.
Lack of consistency (and cohesion) between units
The university established guidelines to promote consistent objectives throughout the university, school/colleges, and departments.
Lack of global solutions to common problems
Taskstream reports allow administrators to discover common deficiencies across units. When the reports reveal common issues, major university initiatives can be developed to address system challenges.
Inadequate administrative and faculty support for redesigning curriculums and internal processes to achieve learning outcome goals Assessment initiatives were aligned to the university's strategic plan.
The university generally funds initiatives that support their strategic goals.
The university monitors all assessment activities. Thus, global solutions can be appropriately supported to solve common problems occurring across units.
Taskstream reports allow for easy monitoring of improvement plans and closing the loop strategies throughout campus.
Annual faculty performance evaluations give increased ratings for creating assessment rubrics, resigning curriculums, and administering/analyzing assessment activities in their courses. Salary increases are tied to performance evaluations.
Sustaining Accreditation after Model Implementation
Although the research institution successfully switched over to student learning-based standards that are driven by stakeholders, the ongoing challenge is to maintain these accreditation standards. The authors' sustainability efforts led them to explore trends that occur after universities attain accreditation and implement the proposed framework. Mission statements were examined, as well as tenure, promotion and reappointment (TPR) guidelines, to ascertain whether there are significant differences between these documents at AACSB vs. non-AACSB schools. Mission statements were probed because most accreditation agencies require both institutional and departmental mission statements to reflect the long-term vision for the university and demonstrate compliance with agency policies. TPR guidelines impact the actions and behavior of faculty who are responsible for ensuring that accreditation standards are maintained. In general, both mission statements and TPR guidelines play instrumental roles in shaping strategic and operational decisions that ultimately impact accreditation. The authors surmise that more AACSB accredited schools will have language reflecting top BIC practices in mission statements and TRP guidelines vs. non-AACSB schools because these congruencies would help universities maintain their AACSB status, and they sought to explore the following Hypotheses:
A web-based search was conducted for colleges/universities that awarded bachelors, masters and/or doctoral degrees in the US. An internet search was used in lieu of surveys or interviews because documents online exhibit a degree of visibility, accessibility and transparency that AACSB accredited institutions should strive for. Excluding for profit institutions, 1,808 schools met this criteria. The initial sample of interest consisted of 1,776 schools in the US which had accessible mission statements posted online. The second sample was comprised of 1,015 business schools that posted their mission statements on the school website. The mission statements for both the universities and business schools were perused for language reflecting some of the top BIC practices outlined in Figure 1 .
Only five of eight BIC practices from Figure 1 were directly applicable to academia. These five BIC practices include collaborating, being stakeholder-driven, improving information technologies, commitment of management, and having an appropriate reward system. The BIC practice about having an appropriate reward system should be put into the proper context for a university setting. Faculty are ultimately rewarded through attaining tenure, promotion, or reappointment. Since universities desire to maintain accreditation and many regional/program specific agencies emphasize student learning initiatives, language related to learning should be a pervasive theme throughout the university; more specifically, referencing student learning initiatives in mission statements and TPR guidelines would encourage and stimulate faculty to improve AoL standards.
The number of university and school of business mission statements containing language related to collaborating, being stakeholder-driven, improving information technologies, commitment of management or having an appropriate reward system was recorded in Tables 3 and 4 . The majority of the proportions associated with university and school of business mission statements in Table 4 offer support for Hypotheses 1 and 2. For each of the practices, there are a greater proportion of university mission statements from AACSB schools that have language associated with top BIC practices. There are also statistical differences between AACSB and non-AACSB schools regarding the proportion of university mission statements that include language about collaboration (p-value < 0.0001), being stakeholder-driven (p-value = 0.0048), or dedication to student learning (p-value < 0.0001). In four of five practices, there is a greater proportion of business school mission statements from AACSB institutions that contain verbiage about BIC practices; tangentially, statistical tests reveal significant differences between the proportion of business school mission statements from AACSB vs. non-AACSB schools that use language which promotes collaboration (p-value = 0.0278), stakeholder involvement (p-value < 0.0001), and student learning (pvalue < 0.0001). Language regarding information technologies and administrator commitment was similar among AACSB and non-AACSB schools for both types of mission statements. The authors wanted to examine TPR guidelines for schools of business to shed light on how faculty are evaluated and their subsequent reward system. An internet search for TPR documents was done for all 1,808 colleges/universities in the US that award bachelor, master and/or doctoral degrees. There were 519 schools which posted their TPR guidelines online. Table 5 displays the number and proportion of TPR documents that had verbiage about research, teaching, service, student learning and grantsmanship. There is a statistical difference (p-value = 0.0022) between the proportion of TPR documents that contain statements about student learning in AACSB vs. non-AACSB accredited institutions. Thus, the results offer support for Hypothesis 3 and indicate that AACSB schools make more of an effort to show that their rewards system is consistent with the business schools' desire to maintain student learning standards and sustain AACSB accreditation. In this section, the authors wanted to examine whether there were apparent differences in the language of university mission statements, school of business mission statements and TPR guidelines in AACSB vs. non-AACSB institutions. As colleges/universities work to sustain their accreditation status, disparities in the mission statements could give insight into the type of language that should be included in these documents. Tables 3-5 offer support for Hypotheses 1, 2 and 3. Verbiage about collaborating, stakeholders and student learning were more common in AACSB documents. In general, many of the top BIC practices are consistent with AACSB standards. Thus, using language that parallels top BIC practices in mission statements and TPR guidelines would be beneficial for institutions desiring to maintain their accreditation status.
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORKS
As more business schools seek to attain AACSB accreditation, institutions will need guidance in transitioning to a stakeholder-driven AoL system. In practice, transitioning to an AoL-based assessment environment requires a challenging balance of collaboration, joint planning, using information technologies and strategizing throughout an academic institution. Ultimately, the proposed framework is a compilation of the best practices adopted by the research institution and an intense review of supply chain management literature about best in class companies. This research serves as a guide to institutions transitioning to an AoL system; the model merges strategic planning and assessment processes in order to meet both SACS and AACSB re-accreditation standards.
Faculty collectively devised all assessment and strategic goals in the proposed framework for their respective departments. Common practice is to have an assessment committee develop department objectives and present them to faculty. By replacing this process with faculty derived measures, faculty cooperation and willingness to implement the new system was improved. Moreover, through incorporating assessment activities into annual evaluations, faculty participation increased. Additionally, the adoption of Taskstream software to manage all university assessment initiatives provided seamless management oversight of all activities. This oversight allows for quick identification of units failing to complete required tasks and/or "close the loop."
Recently, the research institution adopted and implemented all elements of this framework. Anecdotal evidence from university administrators has revealed that the current AoL system has greatly reduced time, paperwork and redundant activities. Future research will include formally collecting data to assess the effectiveness of this model. After completing both SACS and AACSB re-accreditation processes, the intent is to review this framework (based upon accreditation agency feedback) and determine ways to continuously improve the model. An alternate research direction will involve analyzing how Taskstream reports were used to identify multi-unit learning outcome deficiencies and explore continuous improvement strategies that were globally implemented.
